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them,	as	they	are	with	many	of	the	male	teachers.						 	 	 	 			
‘Mamie	Queen’	community	women’s	leader,	interview	(2019)	
	
Because	the	majority	of	LAs	joined	the	programme	after	years	of	economic	and	educational	
marginalisation,	the	community	leader	also	said	it	was	important	for	children	and	the	community	
to	see	that	anyone	can	have	a	second	chance	to	learn	and	earn:	‘We	have	many	children	who	
attend	Class	1,	Class	2,	Class	3.	By	Class	4	they	start	to	drop	[out,	because	of	poverty].	Now	they	see	
an	example	of	someone	who	dropped	[out]	but	changed	her	life	(Mamie	Queen	2019	interview)’.		
	
Headteacher	Mohammed	(Fatmata’s	headteacher)	said	that	the	changes	for	Learning	Assistants	
who	are	now	Student	Teachers	have	been	‘tremendous	…both	within	themselves,	for	the	school	
and	for	the	community…	they	have	their	own	focus	and	they	have	responsibilities.’			
	
Discussion	
	
The	change	process:	targets,	impact,	and	indicators	of	change		
In	observations	of	STs’	lessons,	we	noted	many	instances	of	good	practice	and	associated	small	
shifts	in	classroom	culture	towards	practice	that	is	more	interactive	and	learner-focused.	These	
changes	appear	to	be	incremental	and	inconsistent.	But	we	argue	that	they	are	indicators	of	long-
term	changes	to	pedagogy	that	take	time	to	achieve,	sustain	and	embed.	
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The	Learning	Assistant	programme	appears	to	follow	a	four-phase	change	process	(Figure	1).		
	
Figure	1:	The	Learning	Assistant	four-phase	change	process	
	
The	LA	programme	started	with	targets	to	place	more	women	in	further	education	and	train	
more	women	teachers.	These	targets	have	been	achieved	through	the	sustained	participation	and	
commitment	of	stakeholders,	with	ongoing	mediation	and	support	at	all	levels,	from	families	and	
communities	to	teacher	colleges	and	the	ministry,	the	Forum	of	African	Women	Educationalists	
(FAWE),	Plan	International	and	the	Open	University.		
	
The	Learning	Assistant	programme	has	had	profound	personal	and	community	impact	(Crisp,	
Safford	and	Wolfendon	2017;	Crisp	and	Safford	2018):	cohorts	of	women	in	education	and	
training	have	experienced	personal	transformation	as	paraprofessional	learners,	with	resulting	
changes	to	family	relationships,	how	communities	perceive	women	and	how	women	operate	in	
communities.				
The	presence	of	Learning	Assistants	and	Student	Teachers	is	resulting	in	some	indicators	of	
system	change.	The	presence	of	women	educators	positively	alters	the	culture	of	primary	schools	
and	classrooms	where	they	are	deployed:	there	is	less	corporal	punishment,	higher	attendance	of	
boys	and	girls,	community	confidence,	with	children	feeling	safer,	more	relaxed	and	willing	to	
participate.	In	observations	of	Student	Teachers’	lessons,	we	saw	small	shifts	towards	teaching	
practices	that	are	aligned	with	global	agendas	for	quality	education	for	all.					
	
What	is	not	evident	–	yet	–	are	sustained	improvements	in	children’s	learning	outcomes	as	
measured	by	curriculum	examinations.	However,	the	Learning	Assistant/Student	Teacher	
programme	is	improving	some	of	the	systemic	barriers	to	education:	decreasing	student-teacher	
ratio,	improving	attendance	and	retention,	and	creating	more	child-friendly	classrooms	through	
the	presence	of	female	teachers	who	encourage	participation	and	who	are	beginning	to	practice	
in	more	learner-centered	ways.		
	
These	indicators	of	system	change	give	us	some	evidence	and	confidence	that	the	Learning	
Assistant/Student	Teacher	programme	is	a	sustainable	model	to	improve	learning	environments	
and	learning	outcomes,	as	part	of	the	change	process	in	Sierra	Leone	and	the	global	agenda	for	
inclusive	quality	education	for	all.			
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Conclusion		
The	emergent	findings	from	this	research	indicate	that	the	presence	of	women	educators	is	
driving	cultural	changes	that	create	better	experiences	of	schooling	for	children.		However,	
further	research	is	needed	to	ascertain	whether	there	are	long-term	benefits	on	children’s	
learning	outcomes.		As	such,	future	research	should	aim	to	include	children	as	key	stakeholders	in	
the	teaching	and	learning	process.			
	
In	addition,	two	other	areas	warrant	further	consideration:	the	development	of	the	Practice	Study	
Mentor	role	and	a	more	detailed	analysis	of	the	observed	lessons.		As	such	the	two	are	connected;	
for	the	most	part,	everyone	within	this	programme	operates	within	a	narrow	pedagogic	model,	
one	that	they	have	experienced	in	schools	since	they	were	children.	These	practices	are	deeply	
embedded	and	difficult	to	shift.		However,	if	PSMs	were	supported	to	model	more	varied	and	
effective	methodologies	to	STs,	there	is	the	potential	to	improve	pedagogical	approaches	of	
established	teachers	as	well	as	developing	new	teacher	capacity.				The	early	findings	of	these	STs’	
effective	pedagogy	are	not	the	preserve	of	one	gender,	but	we	can	speculate	how	the	presence	of	
female	teachers	could	enable	male	teachers	to	be	more	caring	and	learner-centered.			What	is	
required	is	a	more	detailed	analysis	of	the	observed	lessons	of	these	four	STs	to	better	understand	
these	context-specific	teaching	and	learning	experiences.			
	
The	features	briefly	outlined	here	are	relevant	to	the	experiences	of	Learning	Assistants	in	Sierra	
Leone	and,	we	suggest,	would	be	applicable	to	many	countries	where	additional	appropriate	
adults	in	classrooms	can	positively	impact	on	the	quality	of	teaching	and	children’s	experiences	of	
learning.				Furthermore,	this	research	adds	depth	to	existing	understanding	of	the	issues	and	
benefits	arising	from	the	preparation	and	training	of	women	to	become	teachers	in	their	
communities	in	Africa	and	other	comparable	locations.	
	
The	Learning	Assistant	programme	was	designed	by	The	Open	University	and	is	delivered	in	partnership	
with	the	Forum	for	African	Women	Educationalists	(FAWE)	as	part	of	the	DFID	Girls’	Education	Challenge	
Programme	in	Sierra	Leone	(GATE),	led	by	Plan	International	UK.	Local	partners	include	international	and	
national	NGOs	and	the	Teacher	Training	Colleges.		
The	project	is	made	possible	by	UK	aid	funding	through	the	Girls	Education	Challenge	Programme,	set	up	
by	the	UK	Government.	
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